Review of Cambodian Buddhism: History and Practice
Jason A. Carbine Harris pursues these kinds of analyses at various places in his text. In another example, he explores evidence (e.g., concerning ascetic denial) that suggests the role of a distinctive "crypto-monastic arrangement" in the "Khmer Rouge experiment" (183). He draws attention to the fact that the Khmer Rouge used paṭiccasamuppāda ("dependent origination") to translate "dialectical materialism" (185), and in a note (288, no. 78) refers readers to other such terminology (e.g., marga for "policy line") as well as scholarly writing on the terms. And, given the gruesome developments under the Khmer Rouge, I found myself particularly struck by a comparison made in one document between the structure of a stūpa (a monument that houses relics or other sacred objects) and the country's population: "the progressive masses constitute the base, the core organization the bell, and the party members the tip" (185, citing Communist Part of Kampuchea Central Committee, 1978).
Although a leading reference resource for Buddhist history and practice in Cambodia, Harris's text is not without room for improvement, especially considering its possible utility outside the field of Buddhist studies. The index could be more thorough. Buddhist buzzwords (e.g., Śrāvakayāna and Theravāda) are sometimes used without precision. Transliterations of some words are inconsistent. Some of Harris's arguments seem overly contrived given the available evidence (e.g., his ideas about a re-created "pure land" with "the phantom city of Phnom Penh at its heart" [185]). And, as pointed out in another review, the photo on the cover the book-a damaged and decaying statue of an emaciated Buddha-is never explained to the reader (i.e., its history, who uses it, and so on). The photograph is very provocative given the traumas of Cambodia's recent history, but it is as if it merely functions as something of a metaphoric pointer to an absent thesis running throughout the book as a whole. Does the photograph represent the claim that Buddhism is a "total fact" and that "Buddhists are people never outside history" (188)? Or that "Buddhism can survive even when its institutional forms have been destroyed" (189)? Given the care with which Harris the pursued his subject matter, it would be fantastic to hear directly from him more about the photograph and whether he (or the press) specifically intended a connection between it and the many threads in his text. This issueis not of trifling significance, especially given that images can be extremely powerful devices for prompting ethical reflection-reflection not only one one's own moral positions but on those of others.
These relatively minor criticisms aside, readers approaching Harris's work with patience and interest will be more than rewarded for their efforts. The work is a necessary starting point for anyone seriously interested in Cambodian Buddhism, and clearly is also an extremely valuable resource for those exploring Buddhism in other parts of Southeast Asia and beyond. It is, in fact, indispensible for anyone studying the Buddhist cultures of South and Southeast Asia and, even more importantly, for anyone studying the range of Buddhist-related moral positions articulated within those cultures, even when one may himself or herself find them deeply problematic.
